The patient-centered medical home is defined by the American College of Physicians as a comprehensive approach for delivering medical care to patients. Internists have the role of caring for patients from adolescence through adulthood and have the opportunity to deliver preconception care. Preconception care is the promotion of the health and well-being of a woman and her partner before pregnancy. The goal is to improve pregnancy-related outcomes through interventions that occur before conception and before the patient would ordinarily seek prenatal care. Using the model of the patient-centered medical home, internists can provide comprehensive preconception care to improve the health of women before pregnancy and thus to decrease the risk of adverse pregnancy outcomes.
A s physicians working on the front lines of primary care, internists are strategically positioned to address the comprehensive health care needs of their patients. The American College of Physicians defines doctor of internal medicine as a "doctor for adults". 1 In this role, internists care for patients from adolescence through old age, focusing on treatment and prevention of disease. The American College of Physicians recently forged a partnership with the American Academy of Family Physicians, the American Academy of Pediatrics, and the American Osteopathic Association to support the patient-centered medical home as an approach to the provision of comprehensive primary care. 1 This approach to care is summarized by seven essential principles: a personal physician, a physician-directed medical practice, a whole-person orientation, the coordination and integration of care across the complex health-care system, quality and safety, enhanced access to care, and a payment structure that recognizes the added value provided to patients who have a patient-centered medical home. 1 In this model, the patient receives comprehensive medical care from a physician who is willing to provide and coordinate care across the health-care continuum. Although the concept is evolving, the goal is to foster a long-term doctor-patient relationship to encourage patient-centered, cost-efficient, and high-quality care.
Internists who provide comprehensive primary care using the model of the patient-centered medical home have the opportunity to interact with female patients throughout their reproductive life. Preconception care is the promotion of the health and well-being of a woman and her partner before pregnancy. 2 The provision of preconception care affects not only the health of the patient, but also the health of future generations, and is therefore concordant with the principles of the patient-centered medical home. Preconception care is an essential component of comprehensive, preventive health care. The goal is to improve pregnancy-related outcomes through interventions that occur before conception and before the patient would ordinarily seek prenatal care. 3 Even though prenatal care has improved in the United States, adverse pregnancy outcomes are still a serious public health issue. 4 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recently published recommendations for improving preconception health and health care in the US. 5 These recommendations are intended to improve the health of women before pregnancy and thus to decrease the risk of adverse pregnancy outcomes. 5 One goal of the US government's Healthy People 2000 report was for 60% of primary care physicians to provide preconception care. 6 In contrast, the Healthy People 2010 report no longer includes specific objectives for preconception care, but it does contain several objectives that address preconception health issues. 7 Preconception care is an essential element of successful pregnancy outcomes because fetal development can be affected by behaviors or exposures that occur before the patient realizes she is pregnant. 2 The annual medical examination or the periodic office visit with an internist provides an opportunity for evaluation of risky patient behavior or exposures and for review of the patient's preconception health. A recent study 8 found that women prefer to receive information about preconception health care from their primary care physicians. Unfortunately, the same study also found that fewer than 40% of the surveyed patients had discussed preconception care with their primary care physicians. Clearly, this gap in patient expectation and delivery of preconception health care provides an opportunity for the examination of factors that affect the delivery of preconception care. Physicians without experience or training in preconception care may be reluctant to address these important issues with patients. Ideally, preconception health care would be an essential element of the patientcentered medical home. In 2006, the CDC, in collaboration with the Preconception Care Work Group and the Select Panel on Preconception Care, published national recommendations for preconception health care. 5 These recommendations are intended to address adverse birth outcomes in the US (e.g., preterm and low-birth-weight deliveries, infant deaths, and birth defects). The CDC recommendations are straightforward, well organized, and easily accessible to physicians practicing in a busy outpatient environment. A complete review of the existing evidence and background information can be found on the CDC Web site. 5 Table 1 summarizes the ten key recommendations in the CDC report. Evidence supports specific interventions to reduce adverse pregnancy outcomes. Select risk factors and possible interventions are outlined in Table 2 . Physicians who provide ongoing care to patients are accustomed to reviewing immunizations and recommended screening procedures with their patients. Preconception health care could easily be added to the list of health-care maintenance concerns usually addressed at the time of the periodic health examination. Alternatively, physicians may choose to identify patients of reproductive age who would benefit from preconception health care and schedule them for a separate appointment geared only toward preconception health care. In some practices, physicians may want to offer group sessions for interested patients. Preconception care provides patients and physicians with the opportunity to work in a collaborative partnership to optimize a woman's health before pregnancy. Almost one-half of all pregnancies in the US are unplanned, so a discussion of preconception health is appropriate for all women with reproductive potential. 4 A discussion about preconception care may also encourage female patients to develop a reproductive road map or a reproductive life plan. In keeping with the recently articulated goals of the American College of Physicians, a focus on preconception care provides an opportunity for internists to foster an ongoing relationship with female patients and their partners from menarche to menopause. By familiarizing themselves with current CDC recommendations for preconception health care and adhering to the principles of the patient-centered medical home, internists can position themselves to become leaders in this important area of preventive health care.
